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THE TRANSMISSION OF
GERMAN LITERATURE AND
DISSENTING VOICES IN
BRITISH CULTURE
Thomas Holcroft and the
Godwin Circle
Gregory Maertz

As wine and oil are imported to us from abroad, so must
ripe understanding, and many civil virtues, be imported into
our minds from foreign writings;—we shall else miscarry
still, and come short in the attempt of any great enterprise.
Milton, History of Britain, Book HI
essential bond between the transmission of German
culture in England and the emergence of leading voices
of Dissent, radical politics, and feminism in late
eighteenth-century England has not yet been fully articulated^

' The scholarship on the transmission of German culture in late eighteenth-century
England is limited. The only previously pubUshed investigation of this specific
relationship at this time, other than in the writings of Holcroft, WoUstonecraft,
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Similarly, we have not hitherto fully acknowledged the
prosthetic relationship between the translation and criticism of
German literature, on the one hand, and the appearance of
original works by radical authors, on the other. In this
connection Thomas Holcroft's eifforts as an intermediary
between British and German culture throw into sharp relief the
reciprocal relationship between the transmission of German
culture in Britain and the rise of Jacobinism—Romanticism in
process—that we find situated on the margins of mainstream
English literary culture. While Holcroft's novels have received
a good deal of attention from scholars,^ his achievement as a
transmitter of German culture has been largely overshadowed

and Fuseli themselves, is found in John Boening's article, "Pioneers and Precedents:
The 'Importation of German' and the Emergence of Periodical Criticism in
England," Internationales Archiv fiir Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Literatur, VU
(1982), 65-87. The emphasis in Boening's article, however, is on the kmovative
character of Wilham Taylor's career as a reviewer for the Monthly Review and on
the emergence of a class of professional literary critics in England that can be
traced to the criticism of German htetature in the reviews. Other studies include
Violet Stockley, German Literature as Known In England 1750-1830 (London, 1929;
rpt. Port Washington: Kennikat, 1969); Rene Wellek, Confrontations (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1965); Lilian R. Furst, "Mme de Stael's De I'Allemagne:
A Misleading Intermediary" and "Two Versions of Schiller's Wallenstein" in The
Contours of European Romanticism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979),
56-73, 94-108; Rosemary Ashton, The German Idea: Four English Writers and the
Reception of German Thought 1800-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1980); and James Engell, The Creative Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1981).
^ See especially Allene Gregory, The French Revolution and the English Novel (New
York, 1915); C. B. A. Proper, Social Elements in English Prose Fiction between
1771-1832 (Amsterdam, 1929); Virgil R. Stallbaumer, "Thomas Holcroft as a
Novelist," ELH 15 (1948): 194-218; J. M. S. Thompkins, The Popular Novel in
England, 1770-1800 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961); Rodney M.
Baine, Thomas Holcroft and the Revolutionary Novel (Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1965); and Gary Kelly, The English facohin Novel 1780-1805
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976). For iuformation on Holcroft's life the main
sources are The Memoirs of the Late Thomas Holcroft (1816) in The Complete Works
of William Hazlitt, ed. P. P. Howe (London: Dent, 1932; rpt. New York: AMS
Press, 1967); Charles Kegan Paul's William Godwin: His Friends and Contemporar
ies (London, 1876); and Letters of Charles Lamb, ed. A. Ainger (London, 1888).
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by the work of more prominent intermediaries among the
radical habitues of Joseph Johnson's bookshop—William Taylor,
Henry Fuseli, and Mary Wollstonecraft—all of whom were
associated with William Godwin in one way or another. For
instance, Godwin shared Taylor's upbringing in a Dissenting
household and Norwich roots; Holcioft was his best friend,
Wollstonecraft his wife, and, in addition to friends, he shared
with Fuseli the experience of having trained for the clergy. But
on account of the scope of his translations—what he called "this
just and necessary sufferance"^— which included the work of
such major figures as Goethe, Lavater, Friedrich der GrofSe, and
Stolber^ in travel writing, poetry, memoirs, and plays—the case
of Holcroft discloses to a greater degree the connections
between the transmission of German culture and radical
politics.'^ What follows is an examination of this affinity.
The turn to German literature among proponents of radical
reform answered a deep-seated need in the culture of Dissent
(political and religious) for a breakthrough from insularity into
cosmopolitanism, for growth and development achieved along
an axis of confrontation between the familiar and the foreign,
the self and the other. The response to German culture as an
opening up to otherness and an alternative to native sources of
Bildung thus emerges as an ideological litmus test for radical or
reform-minded intellectuals vying for cultural authority and
access to English literary and academic institutions.' The texts

^ Preface to Frederic Leopold Count Stolberg, Travels through Germany,
Switzerland, Italy, and Sicily, trans. Thomas Holcroft (London: Robinson, 1796),
I, iv.
•* Evidence of the affinity between German Uterature and radicahsm is seen in
Godwin's interest in Werther (which he was reading at the time of Wollstonecraft's
death), in Mary Shelley's inclusion of Goethe's novel among the books read by
Frankenstein's monstrous autodidact, in P. B. Shelley's fragmentary translation of
Faust, and in Coleridge's intense engagement with German culture as revealed in
Biographia Literaria (1817).
' For an example from the early nineteenth century, in 1828 Carlyle applied for
appointment to a professorship at St. Andrew's University based solely on the
strength of his reviews and translations of German hterature; Goethe was in fact
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generated as a response to German culture—translations and
criticism—must be seen as acts of interpretation that inevitably
encode authorial biases reflecting political, class, generational,
and religious affiliation. For members of the Godwin Circle the
appropriation of German culture replaced the Oxbridge or
public school education based on Latin and Greek that had
been denied them on account of gender, class or religious
affiliation. While the identification of spiritual growth with the
study of German culture is inseparable from the quest for
literary status, the attraction of German culture also consisted
in its scientific-critical orientation and a dynamic configuration
of humanism based on historicity, psychology, and subjective
emotion that contrasted with more static characterizations of
human nature, perception, and experience associated with the
Enlightenment. Embracing review criticism and biography,
translations and compilations (of belles lettres as well as
scientific and philosophical tracts, history and biography),
adaptations and instances of outright plagiarism, the texts
transmitted comprise a diverse body of literary activity that
made German texts accessible through modification by such
contingent qualities as taste, idiosyncrasy, and even inaccurate
or misleading interpretations. As women. Dissenters, radicals,
and other members of culturally dispossessed groups, the
writers involved in the transmission of German culture at this
time occupied the periphery of mainstream literary culture in
England and their ideological preoccupations (sympathy with
the aims of the French Revolution, the expansion of the
franchise, legal and economic reform, and the removal of social
and political barriers to dissenters and women) are reflected in
their mediation activities. For Holcroft and his fellow
intermediaries in the Godwin Circle, Taylor, Fuseli, and
Wollstonecraft, the "domestication" of German culture was a
means of acquiring cultural capital from an indifferent, even
hostile dominant culture and its publishing institu-

one of Carlyle's referees.
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tions—booksellers, rival authors, journal and newspaper editors,
government censors, and the reading public formed by them.
The emergence in late eighteenth-century England of hermeneutic vehicles for the transmission of German culture may be
likened to what Andre Malraux in Les voix du silence (1951)
termed a "conquest," an "annexation," and a "possession" of the
foreign and it is certainly a crucial period in the history of
British culture when the interpretation and transmission of a
foreign literary tradition takes on political and cultural
significance. The mediation of German culture was, for Taylor,
Fuseli, Wollstonecraft, and Holcroft, linked to their sympathy
for the aims of the French Revolution as well as the experience
of exile and cultural maiginalization.
The social, political, fictive, and mediative writings of the
Godwin Circle replicate an intricate web of interrelated and
interdependent voices, a region of the mind that is situated on
the margins of all these disciplines, at their junctures and points
of intersection. Entering this polyphonic borderland we are in
an advantageous position from which to approach Holcroft's
literary career, especially his contributions to the transmission
of German culture in England. Dismissed even by many recent
critics as the creator of a minor sub-genre, "novels of pur
pose"—perhaps in order to distinguish his work from the less
overtly ideological novels of the canon—Holcroft's best novels,
Anna St. Ives (1792) and Hugh Trevor (begun in 1794), had
either appeared or were well under way at the time of his
arrest. However subversively one might wish to read such
Gothic novels as Ann Radcliffe's The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794)
and M. G. Lewis's The Monk (1796), Holcroft's novels openly
espoused a radical political agenda. For Holcroft, fictional
discourse was merely another means of giving voice to the
ideological struggle taking place between conservative,
monarchist England and revolutionary, democratic France.
Employing the black and white ideological palette of propa
ganda literature, his protagonists persistently advocate the
adoption of a new moral code and predict the inevitable

276

1650-1850

triumph of a revolutionary social and political program that
will reeducate and thus recreate the human race along wholly
new lines. Published a few months before Political Justice, Anna
St. Ives anticipates in detail many of the arguments contained in
Godwin's widely influential treatise, a coincidence explained in
large part by the daily discussions between the two writers that
took place as both works were in progress. As Godwin put it
in a letter to Hazlitt, "the principles afterwards developed in my
Political Justice were the almost constant topic of conversation
between Holcroft and myself."^
Cited by Godwin as one of his four principle "oral
educators,"^ Holcroft's worldview was largely shaped by the
leading writers of Continental Deism—Prevost, Rousseau,
Diderot, Mercier, C. M. Wieland, and, of course, Voltaire—and
he is chiefly remembered today as one of the twelve radicals
who were indicted for high treason in 1794. This group, which
included John Home Tooke and Thomas Hardy (a shoemaker
and autodidact like Holcroft and the secretary of the London
Corresponding Society), was swept up in the government's
campaign to eviscerate the reform movement, a process that
began with Tom Paine's trial in 1792. It is interesting to note
that Godwin's suppressed preface to the original edition of
Caleb Williams, in which he declares emphatically that it is a
novel about injustice, is in fact dated the day of Hardy's arrest.
May 12, 1794. As he remarks in a note appended to the 1795
second edition, "terror was the order of the day; and it was
feared that even the humble novelist might be shown to be
constructively a traitor."® Godwin's response to the arrest of
his colleagues in the reform movement did not end with his

' Charles Kegan Paul, William Godwin, I, 64-5.
' "In my 31st year [1787] I became acquainted with Mr. Thomas Holcroft, and it
was probably in consequence of our mutual conversations that I became two years
after an unbeliever, and in my 36tb year an atheist." Charles Kegan Paul, William
Godwin, I, 357.
' William Godwin, Things as They Are; Or, the Adventures of Caleb Williams, ed.
Maurice Hindle (Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1988), 4.
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examination of "Things As They Are" with respect to "the
modes of domestic and unrecorded despotism by which man
becomes the destroyer of man.'" Demonstrating unexpected
nimbleness for a mind unfairly seen by posterity as somewhat
plodding and discursive rather than intuitive, Godwin turned
from allegorical treatment of the government's monopoly of
power in Caleb Williams to direct confrontation with the
judicial system in a heroic feat of political journalism. Without
accepting his claim to the lion's share of the credit for the full
acquittal of Hardy, Tooke, Thewall, and Holcroft, we still
might agree with Marilyn Butler that the public outcry that
greeted Godwin's pamphlet. Cursory Strictures on the Charge
Delivered by Lord Chief Justice Eyre to the Grand Jury, October
2, 1794, is evidence that "the defence of liberty could still, given
the occasion and the rhetorician, outweigh fears for property,
and muster in the opposition some sense of a common cause."^°
With the acquittal of Godwin's friends, 1794 constituted the
annus mirabilis of the British reform movement and the highwater mark of Godwin's fame and influence. In this period he
had published Political Justice, Caleb Williams, and his best
political journalism. But even such feats of superhuman will
constituted mere stop-gap measures, not anything approximat
ing a permanent victory. Against a backdrop of commercial
blockade and then actual war with France, public support for
reform fluctuated with the rise and fall of economic conditions.
Popular sympathy for the aims of the French Revolution waned
as revulsion spread at the bloodbath of the Terror. In contrast
to the fickleness of public support, the government's campaign
against dissent was unrelenting. The forces of reaction might
receive a temporary setback, but they could not be held
indefinitely at bay. A counter-revolution was in the offing that
would rollback all the apparent progress signaled by the

' Godwin, Caleb Williams, 3.
Marilyn Buder, ed., Burke, Paine, Godwin, and the Revolution Controversy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 170.
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uncensored publication of Political Justice and the release of
Hardy, Tooke, and Holcroft. Signs of the changing times
included Gillray's caricature of Godwin, Holcroft, and Paine
and attacks on the "new philosophy" by such former allies as
Coleridge in his public lectures and Dr. Samuel Parr in his
"Spiral Sermon" of 1801. A savage parody of Godwin's 1799
novel, St. Leon, appeared anonymously in 1800, under the title
St Godwin: A Tale of the Sixteenth, Seventeenth, and Eighteenth
Century. While Godwin vigilantly fought his detractors in the
press and in private conversations, he saw his literary reputation
suffer an irrevocable eclipse. In the next decade the leading
voice of the radical reform movement was stilled, and his
energies were channeled into the production of children's books
under the imprint of Mary Jane Godwin's Juvenile Library.
Holcroft managed to avoid the hangman's noose and trans
portation to Botany Bay only to endure the figurative death of
his literary voice in the ensuing years of political repression and
censorship. Indeed, his fortunes as a playwright paralleled the
trajectory of the public's declining tolerance for ideological
theater with its de rigueur attacks on authority and privilege.
An example of the social criticism to which theater audiences
suddenly reacted with catcalls is found in the following speech
by the protagonist in Holcroft's drama Love's Frailties (1794):
"I was bred to the most useless and often the most worthless of
all professions; that of a gentleman." If Holcroft and his fellow
advocates of reform were to remain faithful to their "religion"
as defined in The Rights of Man as "dofing] good," the price paid
for such altruism was growing cultural maiginalization. Denied
access to the booksellers and theater managers who had
previously published and produced his novels and plays,
Holcroft turned to translation for the second time in his career,
albeit with greater urgency than before. Half a dozen years
earlier, following his first trip to France, where he was
befriended by Bonneville and Mercier, Holcroft had translated
a number of texts, including Beaumarchais's The Marriage of
Figaro (1785), several novels by the Comtesse de Genlis (1787),
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and the Posthumous Works of Frederick the Great (1789), also
translated from the first French edition. The profits earned
from this work allowed Holcroft to retire permanently from
the stage where, according to accounts of fellow actors, he had
displayed at best an indifferent talent. This phase of transla
tion coincided, of course, with an upsurge in public interest and
demand for foreign texts and Holcioft's work at this time was
undertaken with no higher motive than to boil the pot as he
sought to establish himself as a writer of original texts. For
obvious reasons, however, the market for French literature
declined in the later 1790s and Holcroft was forced to find an
alternate source for texts to translate. This new source he
would find in German literature—partly as a result of contact
with and encouragement received from Klopstock, Voss,
Stolbei^, and other prominent liberal German writers whom he
met while in exile. But this time around financial pressure,
while still a factor in his decision, was not the driving force
behind his turn to the translation of German texts. Isolated
from the cultural institutions and the literary market place that
owed their existence to the State's sufferance or support, his
career as a writer, his sense of identity and his economic
security, followed the same trajectory as that of his fellow
Jacobins and reformers. Declining to allow his intellect to
languish in desuetude, translation became Holcroft's chief
creative and ideological outlet during the period of exile and
cultural isolation from 1799 to 1803.
Prior to the treason trial in 1794 and the suppression of
reform activity, Holcroft had been a prolific and a fairly if not
wildly successful author of comedies, light opera, and other
pieces for the stage that regularly ran at Covent Garden. His
greatest successes—pieces that ran into several editions—were,
like his imitation of Beaumarchais's Figaro, often adaptations of
French and German works and include plays with such titles as
The School for Arrogance (two editions in 1791), The Road to
Ruin (nine editions in 1792), The Deserted Daughter (four
editions in 1795), and He's Much to Blame (four editions in
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1798). But he is certainly best known for his navels—Alwyn
(1780), Anna St. Ives (1792), Hugh Trevor (1794-97), Memoirs of
Bryan Perdue (1805)—and this is also the segment of his corpus
the most extensively investigated by scholars." Holcroft's
novels show how he progressed from being an advocate of free
thought to an architect of revolutionary society. The preface
to Bryan Perdue reflects his engage stance: "Whenever I have
undertaken to write a novel, I have proposed to myself a
specific moral purpose" (I, iii). The topical interest aroused by
Holcroft's novels prompted their almost immediate translation
on the Continent. A German translation of Anna St. Ives was
published in Berlin by Karl Philipp Moritz in 1792 and a
French edition appeared in Paris in 1798. The appeal of these
novels to foreign readers indicates the occurence of ideological
cross-pollination or the reciprocal flow of revolutionary
ideology from a beleaguered outpost of reform in England to
France and Germany, where sympathy for radical alterations to
the social fabric, combined with the growing fervor of
nationalism, still ran high. At home, however, the situation
could not have formed a sharper contrast with the Continent.
Following the trial, his work could only appear under
pseudonyms. As an avowed enemy of the State, Holcroft luimeme was cut off from the cultural institutions and the literary
marketplace that owed their existence to the State's sufferance
and support. As a result, his position as a writer, his sense of
identity and his economic security, could not have been more
tenuous. In Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) Burke
describes the crucial interdependence between a nation's culture
and State, on the one hand, and the maintenance of a theologi
cal framework that gives the State its power and raison d'etre,
on the other: "Nothing is more certain, than that our manners,
our civilization, and all good things which are connected with

" While Baine and Kelly (see al above) make giant strides in clarifying the
relationship between art and politics in Holcroft's novels, none of these studies
explores the connection examined in the present essay.

Transmission of German Literature

281

manners and with civilization, have, in this European world of
ours, depended for ages on two principles; and were indeed the
result of both combined; I mean the spirit of a gentlemen, and
the spirit of religion."^^
In this passage Burke seems to
anticipate the position adumbrated by Matthew Arnold in
Culture and Anarchy (1869) on the relationship between the
maintenance of social order and the hegemony of statesponsored culture:
a State in which law is authoritative and sovereign...is
requisite if man is to bring to maturity anything precious
and lasting...The very framework and exterior order of
the State...sacred; and culture is the most resolute enemy
of anarchy, because of the great hopes and designs for the
State which culture teaches us to nourish."
The implications for Holcroft's career are fairly clear: in
writing plays and novels that violate generic norms and
audience expectations and objectify a critical stance vis-a-vis
state authority, he rejects the categorical imperative as stated by
Edward Said: "to be for and in culture is to be in and for a
State in a compellingly loyal way."" The result of such flagrant
subversion of the State's artistic agenda is cultural disenfranchisement, figurative homelessness, marginalization in the
canon, and, ultimately, the silencing of the authorial voice,
which amounts to a kind of death. Ventriloquism, or
displacing one's voice in translation, becomes the renegade
writer's last resort to avoid the extinction of his literary
identity.

" Selected Writings of Edmund Burke, ed. W. J. Bate (New York: Modern Library,
1947), 390.
" Matthew Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, ed. J. Dover Wilson (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1960), 204.
Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1983), 11.
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The flowering of Weltliteratur, which Goethe thought was
heralded by the transmission activities of Carlyle, can in fact be
seen as the fulfillment of a process that began with the founding
of the Royal Society in 1663 Throughout the first century of
its existence the Society's composition denoted the permeable
borders between the two cultures and anticipated the cultural
and economic exchanges made possible by the founding of the
modern European Community. Indeed, by 1770 at least 120
Germans had been elected to membership in the Society,
including Theodor Haak, the first German translator of Paradise
Lost, Heinrich Oldenbuig, the editor of The Philosophical
Transactions (which was later renamed Transactions of the Royal
Society), Philip Heinrich Zollmann, the first person to occupy
the office of the Society's Foreign Secretary, and such familiar
Enlightenment figures as Leibniz, Wolff, Albrecht von Haller,
Daniel Gabriel Fahrenheit, and Sir William Herschel. Other
instances of contemporary Anglo-German cultural exchange
were facilitated by the laige number of German musicians,
artists, and scholars who resided in England throughout the
eighteenth century but whose impact on English cultural life
has been largely overshadowed by the gigantic presence of
Handel.^^ Nonetheless, several of their names will be familiar
" Goethe acknowledged that the achievement of Carlyle and his contemporaries
(Scott, Gillies, Lockhart, and Wilson, among others) in transmitting German
literature was prima facie evidence of the presence of a widespread European
movement culminating in the emergence of a global, cosmopolitan aesthetic. See
Eckermarm, Gesprdche mit Goethe, zum 15.7.1827, and The Correspondence between
Goethe and Carlyle, ed. Charles Norton Eliot (Boston, 1887; rpt. New York;
Cooper Square, 1970), especially the letters from Goethe to. Carlyle dated 20 July
1827 and 15 June 1828 (13-27; 91-115).
" My discussion in this section is indebted to Garold N. Davis, German Thought
and Culture in England 1700-1760 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1969), 64-80. For the intriguing story of the presence of English culture in
Germany at a slightly earlier period, see Gilbert Waterhouse, The Literary Relations
of England and Germany in the Seventeenth Century (Leipzig, 1914; rpt. New York:
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to historians of science, theater, music, and the fine arts:
Johann Christopher Pepusch (one of the founders of the
"Accademy of Ancient Music" in 1710); John Galliard, the
composer of music for several of Gibber's masques and
pantomimes and also for Gay's Bexar's Opera-, J. J. Heidegger,
who, along with Handel, founded the Royal Academy of Music
in 1719, and was a friend of Fielding and Pope (though Pope
could not resist immortalizing his reputed ugliness in the
Dunciad, Book V, 11. 243-4: "And lo, her bird (a monster of a
fowl) / Something betwixt a Heideggre and owl"). Other
prominent German musicians active in England included
Johann Friedrich Lampe, Karl Friedrich Abel, and Johann
Christian Bach, the eleventh and youngest son of J. S. Bach,
who organized the young Mozart's concerts in London and
arranged for the prodigy's introduction at court. German
artists active in England included the portraitist Sir Godfrey
Kneller, the botanical painter Georg Dionys Ehret, and Henry
Fuseli, of whom, according to Gilchrist, "Blake...was wont to
declare, 'This country must advance two centuries in civilisation
before it can appreciate him.'"^^
Any survey of cultural contacts between England and the
German-speaking world in the early eighteenth century would
be incomplete without noting the thriving two-way trade in
secular and sacred literary texts during this period." In
Methodist circles German hymns and poems were widely
circulated through skillful translations. Of special interest in
this regard is John Wesley's series of hymn anthologies,
especially one pulished in 1742 under the title A Collection of
German Hymns. The presence of a great number of Graf
Zinzendorf's lyrics and hymns in this and other hymnbooks
indicates the intimacy of the bond between English Methodism
and German Pietism and suggests how the rise of English
Haskell House, 1966).
Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd.,
1945), 294.
" Davis, German Thought and Culture in England 1700-1760, 11-44
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Romanticism is inextricably linked to the fusion of dissenting
religion, radical politics, the rise of female authorship, and the
mediation of German culture. The popularity and impact of
English literature in Germany, especially the novel, has been
well-documented; indeed, a recent study by Michael Maurer
affirms the formative connection between Anglophilia and the
Enlightenment in Germany.^' But unlike the situation in
Germany, where Anglophilia historically has been and remains
a vital presence in intellectual life, there has traditionally been
strong resistance on the part of many scholars and critics of
English literature to accept a model of cultural history that
acknowledges the impact on English cultural identity of the
transmission of German literature and thought. Perhaps this
may have had something to do with the fact that women and
other cultural outsiders played leading roles as literary
intermediaries and that their mediating activities also constituted
political acts that not only reflected sympathy with Continental
ideologies and revolutions but also initiated their movement
from the margins of literary culture toward the center. Also
underpinning this resistance, I would ai^ue, is the traditional
paradigm of literary history, according to which the processes
of cultural production that threaten to demote the iconic
position of the author and reveal the root system of canonical
works are stripped away or ignored.
In order to restore this root system, much of the original
writing generated by the Godwin Circle must be viewed in
connection with the transmission activities of Taylor, Fuseli,
Wollstonecraft, and Holcroft. Writing for the comparatively
liberal and cosmopolitan Monthly Review, William Taylor of
Norwich emerged as a key figure in the cultural politics of the
1790s. Not as well known as Robert Pearse Gillies or John
Gibson Lockhart, Taylor was arguably the most important

" Michael Maurer, Aufkldrung und Anglophilie in Deutschland (Gottingen und
Zurich: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1987), see especially 41-106.
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critic of German literature before Thomas Carlyle.^° His career
as a critic and translator encapsulates the problems confronting
would-be English transmitters of foreign culture at the close of
the eighteenth century. From October 1790 to August 1799 he
published dozens of reviews and articles on the work of
Schiller, Goethe, Klopstock, Wieland, and Kotzebue. During
the same period he produced the first English translation of
Goethe's classical drama Iphigenie auf Tauris (1799) and one of
the best contemporary translations of August Burner's
"Leonore" (1796). Others who paid tribute to the popularity
of Blither's signature poem include Walter Scott and Henry J.
Pye, the future poet laureate. The decade of the 1790s was
characterized by a vogue for German drama—in England and on
the Continent—especially the pathos-drenched plays of
Kotzebue. Because at this time no critic in England emerged
with the cultural authority to take the lead in canon formation,
nearly every German writer translated into English found at
least one disciple who was prepared to name him the dominant
figure in German literature. To the dismay of the young
Carlyle, who published a watershed series of articles on German
culture in the Edinburgh Review and Eraser's Magazine in the
1820s and 1830s, Taylor sided with Kotzebue as the leading
German writer of his generation. While not alone in giving
voice to the public taste for Kotzebue's brand of kitsch—Sher
idan's successful plays, The Stranger (1798) and Pizarro (1799),
were adapted, respectively, from Kotzebue's Menschenhaf und
Reue (1789) and Die Spanier in Peru, oder Rollas 7bd (1795)—
Taylor was perhaps more joyously uninhibited and less
ambivalent than others in his praise. Kotzebue seemed without
question "the greatest dramatic genius that Europe has evolved
since Shakespeare," whose genius commanded "plays of every
form: farces, melodramas, mixt or sentimental dramas,
household tragedies, classical tragedies, and...that vaster and

For the most thorough authoritative discussion of the significance of Taylor's
career to date, see John Boening's article listed in nl.
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more difficult form of art...the gothic tragedy."^' Kotzebue's
obvious artistic defects—prolificity and nonchalance, the
occupational hazards of a wildly popular author—did not earn
even a sideways glance; Taylor even applauded his tendency to
exploit cheap theatrical effects and to ignore almost completely
the nuances of character and plot development. Not unlike
present-day directors of action films, it was Kotzebue's special
talent to "concentrate the attention of an audience on the
passing scene" by making "free use of the extraordinary."^ As
proof that there is truly no accounting for taste, during this
period Goethe's and Schiller's plays were not even produced in
England. By contrast, performances of Kotzebue's Pizarro and
Menschenhaji undReue—in Sheridan's adaptations—were repeated
over forty times in both 1798 and 1799.
The popular demand for Kotzebue's works reached such
heights that it began to outstrip the capacity of English
translators to produce accurate versions of his plays, and while
the first complaints directed against Kotzebue in the reviews
focused almost exclusively on the literary quality of the
bowdlerized texts, critics of a conservative bent were not slow
to notice that the German playwright's "superior invention"
and emotional enei^ masked a potentially subversive ideology
or sensibility that some were quick to associate with what
recently caused so much mischief in Paris. A critic writing in
The Ladies Monthly Museum in 1798 complained of Elizabeth
Inchbald's Lover's Vows, her adaptation of Kotzebue's Das Kind
der Liebe: "We cannot but declare that the dramas of Kotzebue
have, in our opinion, a tendency to encourage a laxity of
principle that ought to make the English people rather cautious
of giving too implicit credit to the sentiment he inculcates."^
Such qualms are mild, almost praiseworthy, compared to the
William Taylor, Historic Survey of German Poetry (London: Treutel & Wiirtz,
1829-30), n, 102.
^ Taylor, Historic Survey of German Poetry, n, 102-3.
The Ladies Monthly Museum, or Polite Repository of Amusement and Instruction (I,
477).
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vitrolic attack on Kotzebue that appeared in the Anti-Jacobin
Review in 1799:
Let us, for God's sake, look with a little more circum
spection at the claims of these German philosophers
before we so readily admit the value of them; nor suffer
the public taste to be vitiated thus, without making one
single attempt to expose the absurdity of its seducer. My
blood boils with indignation when I see my beloved
Shakespeare, Otway, Rowe, and all those ornaments of
my native country thrust aside to make room for the
filthy effusions of this German dunce.^'*
A bellwether and watchdog for cultural and political reaction
in the decade following the French Revolution, the Anti-Jacobin
Review and Magazine took up where its predecessor, the AntiJacobin or Weekly Examiner, left off. In addition to the charge
of bad morals, the alarm was raised in succeeding issues that
religious and political orthodoxy were also threatened by
Kot2^bue and the "German School." A general fear of
heterodoxy, foreign culture, and liberalism colored such
comments as the following: Pizarro was seen to exalt "Deism,
or natural religion." "By flattering the passions [Kotzebue]
attempts powerfully to interest the heart, and when that is
gained, insidiously instils his venomous principles."^'
Pronounced guilty as well of inverting the social hierarchy in
his plays, Kotzebue frequently depicts "the great...as vicious"
and "the low...as virtuous." Moreover, Elvira, the female
protagonist in Pizarro, was condemned as a "complete

Anti-Jacobin Review and Magazine; and Protestant Advocate; or, Monthly Political
and Literary Censor (HI: 207). In German Literature in British Magazines 1750-1860
(Madison; University of Wisconsin Press, 1949), the editon Morgan and Hohlfeld
comment: "Severest of the all magazines in its criticism, it was largely responsible
for the reaction against German literature in 1800" (116).
Gentlemen's Magazine, or Monthly Intelligencer 69.
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Godwinite heroine.
Extreme even by the standards of
xenophobic rhetoric of the Anti-Jacobin Review is the Preface
to the fourth volume, published in 1799, in which cultural
paranoia is carried to new heights;
It is with an equal portion of surprise and alarm that we
witness in this country a glaring depravity of taste, as
displayed in the extreme eagerness for foreign produc
tions, and a systematic design to extend such depravity by
a regular importation of exotic poison from the enven
omed crucibles of the literary and political alchemists of
the new German school. The state of the foreign
presses...is still such as to justify the most serious appre
hensions in the mind of all who feel any interest in the
preservation of religion and morality, and the importation
of their products into this country should, if possible, be
guarded against with the same provident spirit of caution
which enforces a strict observance of quarantine by
vessels which arrive from countries infected with the
plague.^^
Such attacks in the press were a product of the atmosphere of
cultural xenophobia and government repression that diverted
Godwin into writing children's books and forced Holcroft to
seek his literary fortunes in translation. Once noted for their
interest in German and Continental literature generally, in the
late 1790s the Monthly Mirror and the Critical and Monthly
Review abruptly stopped the practice of reviewing German
books. In the face of officially sanctioned harrassment of
Dissenters and radicals, Taylor dropped out of the reviewing
business altogether for nearly a decade, and it is not until 1808
that we find him once again reviewing German literature for
the Monthly Review. Despite being twice marginalized as it

Anti-Jacobin Review (3:207).
Antijacohin Review (4:vifl5.
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were, by his preference for Kotzebue over Goethe,^® and by
government-sponsored literary terrorism, as one of the first
intermediaries between English and German culture Taylor
must be credited for performing a valuable service. Since
unmediated experience of foreign texts is not possible for the
reader who only has English, the foreign text first must be
appropriated, annexed, domesticated, and "Englished" by the
translator or critic. Far from simply introducing the readers of
the Monthly Review to a new taste in literature, Taylor was
among the most important cultural intermediaries in dissenting,
radical circles.
After arriving in London in 1760 Henry Fuseli led an
aggressive campaign to introduce the cultural riches of the
German language to England. Not merely was Fuseli au
courant in German thought and literature, having produced the
first English translation of Winckelmann's Geschichte der Kunst
des Alterthums in 1764, he had been educated in Zurich, a
leading center of proto-romantic German culture in the late
eighteenth century, and was a confidant of Bodmer and Lavater.
Encouraged to write in English by his intimate friend Joseph
Johnson, Fuseli's influence can be felt in the pages of the
Analytical Review where the writings of Kotzebue, Wieland,
Schiller, and Goethe were reviewed on a regular basis.^' He
Taylor was not alone in failing to recognize that Goethe's writings represented
a radical new departure in taste and sensibihty. One must not foiget that while
in Germany during 1799-1800, Coleridge anachronistically beat a path to
Klopstock's door and that in a letter to Josiah Wedgwood he expressed his
intention to write a study of Lessing's life and works: "What have I done in
Germany?—I have learnt the language...! have read & made collections for an
history of the Belles Lettres in Germany before the time of Lessing...and very large
collections for a Life of Lessing;—to which I was led by the miserably bald &
unsatisfying Biographies that have been hitherto given, & by my personal
acquaintance with two of Lessing's Friends [Klopstock and Heyne?]" (in Collected
Letters of S. T. Coleridge, ed. Earl LesUe Griggs [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956],
I, 518). Esteeming Kotzebue's energy and Schiller's accent on the sublime as
primary literary values, Taylor carmot be blamed for missing the greater subtlety
of Goethe's less spectacular qualities of naturalism and digression.
See Ernst Witz, Die literarische Tdtigkeit des Malers J. H. Fiijtli (Unpublished
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also wrote the first authoritative history of German literature
in English, which was unfortunately lost in a fire in 1770. Also
contributing to Fuseli's influence in the Godwin Circle was the
background he shared with the Dissenters and their fellowtravellers Wollstonecraft and Holcroft. Like Godwin, he was
initially trained as a minister (in the liberal Zwinglian sect) but
early on he abandoned that vocation in favor of a career in
literature and the arts. He also passed through phases of
enthusiasm for and subsequent disillusionment with Rousseau
(whom he met in 1767) nearly identical to Wollstonecraft's.
Fuseli was better positioned than anyone else in England at the
time, and certainly more advantageously placed than anyone,
including Coleridge, before Henry Crabb Robinson to interpret
German culture for English readers. The charismatic Fuseli also
attracted disciples, and none was more important as an
intermediary in her own right than Mary Wollstonecraft. Her
interest in German culture suggests the need to reassess the
traditional attribution to Fuseli of some eighty reviews
published in the Analytical, including the famous review of
Goethe's dramas Stella and Clavigo,^° possibly to transfer several

dissertation, Univeisity of Basle, 1922): "It is owing to Fuseli's influence that the
Analytical Review (1788-98) devoted so much attention to German Uterature, in
which he still took a lively interest." Quoted in Eudo Mason, The Mind of Henry
Fuseli (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1951), 18. In fact, in the Analytical for
April 1791 it is conceded that German hterature has heen "shamefully neglected
in this country" (DC: 569).
This review appeared in August 1798 (XXVIII: 170, 175. Fuseli comments on
the pecuhar character of Goethe's achievement: "The merits of invention...Goethe
enjoys in common with many of his contemporaries. The distinguishing excellence
of this celebrated writer is the display of exquisite enthusiastic passion. His pencil,
dipped in the how of heaven, sometimes exhibits a strength and brilliancy of
colouring that dazzles 'the mind's eye'; and sometines...displays the softest shade,
the most delicate and tender touches...Goethe is entitled to no vulgar merit for the
judgment which his displays in the choice of his subjects: aware that his powers
are most successfully apphed when the softer sensibiUties of our nature are to be
excited, when tenderness and pity are to be called forth, he avoids all intricacy of
plot, and generally selects for the foundation of his drama some simple and
affecting story of domestic life, which may come home to the bosom of us all."
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o£ them to his protegee. The seven reviews of German works
or adaptations of German works (such as The Confidential
Letters of Albert; from his first attachment to Charlotte to her
death) in the Analytical attributed to Wollstonecraft by Todd
and Butler seems an insufficient number considering Wollstonecraft's competence in German and the frequency with which
German works were reviewed there.
"Wollstonecraft's major achievement as a translator appeared
in 1790. Elements of Morality for the use of children was freely
adapted from the German text by Christian Gotthilf Salzmann,
who was a highly influential educational writer. Salzmann's
importance was noted by Lavater, Herder, and Goethe, among
others, and his Moralisches Elementarbuch was reprinted
throughout the nineteenth century; the 1785 edition was
reprinted as recently as 1980. Wollstonecraft's Elements of
Morality is not a mechanical translation or mere hackwork; on
the contrary, it represents a pathbreaking exercise in the
transposition of a foreign text into a domesticated form
intended to make it more acceptable to a English audience.
There are also strong ideological and stylistic ligatures
connecting Elements of Morality to Wollstonecraft's other works
of a pedagogical and didactic character, including Thoughts on
the Education of Daughters (1787), The Female Reader (1789)—a
compilation of pieces by many hands, which is precisely
Salzmann's organizational rs\eth.od 'm Moralisches Elementarbuch,
Original Stories (1788)—as well as A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman (1790), Mary (1788), and The Wrongs of Woman (1798).
Wollstonecraft's novel Young Grandison (1790) is, like Elements
of Morality, essentially a reworking of a foreign work. In this
case the appropriated text is De kleine Grandison, a novel by the
Dutch writer Maria Geetruida van de Werken de Cambon.^'
In ch. 5 of William Godwin's Memoirs of the Author of "The Rights of Woman
(1798; rpt. Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1987), we read that Wollstonecraft "newmodelled and abridged" this work from an earher translation (226). Charles Kegan
Paul in William Godwin quotes a Johnson note left in manuscript: "A translation
from the Dutch of 'Yoimg Grandison' was put into her hands, which she almost
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Such interconnections between Wollstonecraft's original work
and her translations anticipate the instrumental function that
the transmission of German culture served in the careers of
women writers in the early to mid-nineteenth century in
England and America, including Sarah Austin, Margaret Fuller,
and Geoi^e Eliot.^^
No doubt with Fuseli's encouragement, Wollstonecraft had
begun an abridged translation of Lavater's Physiognomische
Fragmente in the late 1780s, but when Holcroft's translation
appeared in 1789 it was abandoned.
Holcroft's slightly
abridged translation from the German, Essays on the Physiog
nomy designed to promote the knowledge and love of mankind,
appeared in the same year as the Rev. Henry Hunter's complete
edition which was based on Mme de la Fite's complete French
translation, Essai sur la Physiognomie (Paris: La Haye, 17811803). That Hunter's was the "official" translation is clear; he
travelled to Switzerland and obtained the author's imprimatur
and he even accepted Fuseli as a supervisory editor over both
the translation of the text and the selection and production of
re-wrote" (I, 193). De kleine Grandison (n.p., n.d) was a product of the Grandison
craze on the Continent that emei^ed in the wake of Samuel Richardson's The
History of Sir Charles Grandison (1754).
Margaret Fuller's involvement with German literature was encouraged by the
Harvard Germanophiles Geoige Ripley and Frederic Henry Hedge. She published
translations of Eckermarm's Conversations with Goethe (1839), Bettine Brentano's
Gunderode (1842), and Goethe's lasso (published posthumously in 1860). Her
biographical and critical essay, "Goethe," formed the core of her plarmed fulllength biography which, had it been completed, would have antedated G. H.
Lewes's Life of Goethe (1855). Sarah Austin is best remembered for two major
translations—Characteristics of Goethe from the German of Talk, Von MMler, Etc. (3
vols., 1833) and Fragments from German Prose Writers (1841). Her Germany, from
1760 to 1814, or. Sketches of German Life From the Decay of the Empire to the
Expulsion of the French (1854) is a compilation of reviews of memoirs by Joharma
Schopenhauer (the mother of the philosopher), Karl Heinrich, Ritter von Lang,
Immerman, Jacobi, Steffens, Chamisso, and Von Ense. George Eliot's major
essays, reviews, and translations include "German Wit: Heinrich Heine" (1856),
"The Natural History of German Life" (1856), "The Morality of Wilhelm Meister"
(1855), David Friedrich Straidl's Life of Jesus (1846), Ludwig Feuerbach's The Essence
of Christianity (1854).
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plates. Fuseli also wrote the "Advertisement," which contains
a vivid biographical sketch of Lavater, a friend in his youth. In
contrast to Holcroft's edition, which was published for the mass
market. Hunter's edition was published by subscription and
appeared in three expensive volumes (1789, 1792, 1798) priced
at £30 each. The list of subscribers included other intermediar
ies of German culture, William Taylor, the translator of
Goethe's Iphigenie (1793), and Matthew Gregory Lewis, who
played an important role in the domestication of the German
Schauerroman in England.^^ On the strength of its splendid
engravings and attractive binding, one reviewer considered it
"the finest printed book which has ever appeared in this or any
other country."^'^ Intensifying the rivalry between the two
editions, Holcroft's translation was based on an authorized
German abridgement (published by Winterthur, 1783-7) made
by another intimate of Lavater's circle, the academic J. M.
Armbruster. The changes he made were approved by Lavater
himself in a letter dated April 7, 1783.^^ Complicating matters
even further, Holcroft's edition received more favorable
attention from the critics than Hunter's. Especially praisewor
thy were the notices in the European Magazine (XVII, XVIK)
and the Critical Review (LXVm, LXDC). The reviewer for the
latter incorrectly identified Holcroft's as the first complete
version of Lavater's work to appear in English. This could
only have provided an additional irritant to Fuseli. This
attitude is reflected in his reviews of Holcroft's translation (in
the December 1789 and April 1790 issues of the Analytical)
which indicate quite correctly that the Holcroft translation was

As a boy of seventeen, Lewis met Goethe, "the celebrated author of Werter [sic],"
in Weimar in 1792. Reporting this event to his mother, he warned her therefore
that "you must not be surprised if I shoot myself one of these mornings." Letter
of 30 July 1792 in The Life and Correspondence of M. G. Lewis, ed. Mrs. BaronWilson (London, 1839), quoted in Violet Stockley, German Literature as Known
in England 17S0-1830 (1929; rpt. Port Washington: Kermikat, 1969), 295.
^ Monthly Magazine (K, 1800), quoted in Stockley, 27.
Stockley, 28.
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a full volume shorter than Hunter's, and offer a list of
Holcroft's mistakes and maladroit passages. Certainly, Fuseli's
adverse critique was motivated in part by his support first for
Hunter's and then Wollstonecraft's rival translations; but
another likely cause of his disapproval was his proprietary
interest in the Physiognomische Fragmente. Along with Goethe
and others, Fuseli had contributed a number of aphorisms and
sketches of heads that were included in the first German edition
(1775). The success of Holcroft's translation also inspired
avaricious copycats, including one Samuel Shaw, whose pirated
one-volume edition of Holcroft's work appeared in 1792, and
an anonymous editor of the first American edition which
appeared a year later. Despite any lingering bad blood between
Fuseli and Holcroft, the reviewer for the Analytpresumably Fuseli—excoriated Shaw's theft as "one of
those contemptible catchpennies, which cannot be too severely
reprehended" (XHI, 427). (In 1792 Robinson, Holcroft's
publisher, responded to the threat of further piracy with a onevolume abridgement that featured none of the inaccuracies that
marred Shaw's hastily produced edition.) Hunter's beautifully
printed translation from the French was in turn pirated by
another clergyman, the Rev. C. Moore, whose edition was
published in 1797. And yet, in both legal and pirated editions,
Holcroft's translation remained the standard English version of
Lavater's Fragmente throughout the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.
Not all of Holcroft's translations created internecine rivalry
in the Godwin Circle, and his work as a translator was, as a
rule, distinguished by an unerring knack for selecting texts with
commercial appeal. Not untypical was the success enjoyed by
his adaptation of The Marriage of Figaro, entitled Follies of the
Day, which was performed on December 4, 1784, at Covent
Garden with Holcroft in the lead role. Other French authors
he translated included Madame de Genlis, Savary, and Sauvigny.
Another successful play, Holcroft's 1790 translation of J. C.
Brandes's The German Hotel, was frequently performed and
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reprinted throughout the decade. Holcroft also enjoyed success
•with the first English translations of Frederic Leopold Count
Stolberg's Travels through Germany, Switzerland, Italy, and Sicily
(1796y^—Fuseli's review appeared in the Analytical Review
(December 1797, vol. XXV^—and the Life of Baron Frederick
Trench (1788),^^ which was reprinted as recently as 1927. (The
demand for such works was such that two other translations of
Trench's novelistic, exotic memoirs were published—anony
mously—in the same year.) Holcroft's selection of these texts
exemplifies the special nature of his relationship as translator to
German literature; both texts offered him opportunities for
masked, submei^ed self-expression in the colorful careers of two
liberal members of the German aristocracy, which he donned
in place of his own identity as an exiled, impoverished Jacobin
author, subject to censorship, who was persona non grata in
England following the treason trial. These texts—as encounters
with foreign otherness—also reflect the suppression of
Holcroft's voice in place of other "voices"; they also served as
paradigms for his own Travels from Hamburg, through
Westphalia, Holland, and the Netherlands, to Paris, 2 volumes
(London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 1804) and occupy an intertextual relationship with this text. Holcroft's own encounter
with Northern Europe must therefore be mediated by his
translations of others' travel writing—and possibly also by his
reading of Wollstonecraft's A Short Residence in Sweden,
Norway, and Denmark (1796). Holcroft's translations of
Stolberg and Trenck indicate that for him, translation func
tioned as a displacement of original writing—an extreme sign of

" A friend of Goethe, Stolberg's career (1750-1819) formed a bridge between the
Sturm und Drang of the 1770s and German Romanticism. He was a translator of
Homer (1778), Plato (1796/97), Ossian (1806), and a prominent member of the
"Gottinger Dichterkreis" led by L. C. H. Holty (1748-76).
Trench's Life, which is subtitled HiS ADVENTURES AND CRUEL AND EXCESSIVE
SUFFERINGS DURING AN IMPRISONMENT OF TEN YEARS in the fortress of Magdeburg,
by command of the late King of Prussia, surely inspired Godwin's bleak portrayal
of St. Leon's confinement in Bethlem Gabor's castle in St. Leon (1799), vol. HI.
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cultural maiginalization—and represent an appropriation of an
"alternative" culture in place of the official state-sponsored
literary culture in England from which Jacobins, Dissenters,
women, and others felt excluded or in relation to which they
were situated on the margins. Referring to "the occasional
dilemmas of the Translator," the Preface to Stolberg's Travels
gives some indication of Holcroft's insecurity; the following
passage is highly self-referential in disclosing the difficulties faced
in mediating the terra incognita of Stolberg's experiences: in
"following his erratic and devious path...the Translator has not
infrequently found himself in a labyrinth, from which to
extricate himself, and never lose sight of his author, was a task
of difficulty and address." As for his confrontation with the
poet's German he speaks of its "complex construction,
indefinite grammar, licentious orthography, and perplexed
idiom.'""
Holcroft's most important translation in literary-historical
terms—and his greatest challenge of this kind—is that of
Goethe's epic poem, Hermann und Dorothea (1801), which was
the first to appear in England. With this translation Holcioft
belongs to a select company of Goethe's intermediaries in
England, including Taylor, Scott, Crabb Robinson, Carlyle,
Sarah Austin, and G. H. Lewes. As an alternative to disclosing
the otherness of the existing order in England and the alienation
that he and his fellow radicals and dissenters experienced on the
margins of their native culture—the positing of such otherness
that had characterized his activity as a novelist, playwright, and
journalist before his arrest—the translation of Goethe's text
served as an exercise in centering himself in another, a foreign
otherness. This otherness is nonetheless not entirely unfamiliar
to him, since the conflict facing Hermann's family in the poem
is similar to the cultural dilemma confronting Holcroft and
other members of the Godwin Circle in the wake of war
hysteria and government reaction: how does one adjust to the

Stolbei^, Travels, vi, vii.
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chaos—and otherness—of war thrust upon their settled existence
by French invaders? And yet the means appear for restoring
the shattered idyll and reconciling Hermann and his parents to
life, and this means comes to them in the form of Dorothea the
refugee, who emerges out of the otherness of violence and
bloodshed. She offers a critique of the way things are while yet
offering a good deal of idealistic rhetoric about the possibility
of repairing the damaged fabric of society which will lead to the
reconciliation of the alienated individual with society and the
State. Indeed, Goethe's poem extols many of the values
embedded in the program of English religious and political
Dissent. But because of his status as an outsider in English
culture even before his arrest, Holcroft was never in his own
novels or plays able to attain the state of unified perception
between subject and object—the self and the social world—vis
ible in his translation. This condition, which Bakhtin describes
as "transgredience," is seen to emerge when "the whole
existence of others is seen from outside not only their own
knowledge that they are being perceived by somebody else, but
from beyond their awareness that such an other even exists."''
Holcroft thus approached the task of translating Hermann und
Dorothea as an attempt to attain "transgredience" between the
author of the original work and himself as mediator of its
otherness.
Goethe himself noticed this characteristic in Holcroft's
translation. In a letter to Holcroft dated May 29, 1801,"*° he

Michael Holquist, Dialogisnv Bakhtin and his world (London: Roudedge, 1990),
33.
•*° Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Briefe der Jahre 1786-1814 in Gedenkausgabe der Werke,
Briefe und Gesprdche, ed. Ernst Bender (Zurich und Stuttgart: Artemis Verlag,
n.d.):
Indem ich die mir mitgeteilte Ubersetzimg von Hermaim und Dorothea
mit Dank zuriicksende erlauben Sie mir, wertgeschatzer Herr, einige
Betrachtungen.
Man kaim wie es mir scheint, nach zweierlei Maximen iibersetzen,
eimnal weim man seiner Nation den reinen Begriff eines fremden Autors
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distinguishes between two approaches to translation: the first,
in which the translator tries "to convey the pure meaning of a
foreign author and the foreign context" to the non-native
reader. Alternatively, the translator may choose to treat the
original text as "eine Art Stoff," that is, pliable material that
may be modified in such a way "that it becomes more familiar"
to the translator's readers, even to the point where "his readers
will be able to read it as an original," as though the text's
otherness had been neutralized. The latter, Goethe insists, is
Holcroft's method, which is in keeping with the description of
his procedure in the Preface and Notes to the translation:
iiberliefern, fremde Zustande derselben anschaulich machen will, wobei
man sich denn genau an das Original bindet; man kann aber auch ein
solches fremdes Werk als eine Art Stoff behandebi, indem man es, nach
eignen Empfindungen und Uberzeugungen, deigestalt verandert, dafi es
unserer Nation naher gebracht und von ihr gleichsam als ein Originalwerk
aufgenommen werden konne.
In dem letzten Falle scheinen Sie sich zu befinden. Sie haben zwar im
ganzen den Gang meines Gedichtes beibehalten, aber durchaus, soviel ich
beurteilen kann, die dramatisch charakteristischen, lafilichen Aufierungpn
meiner Personen strenger, auffallender, didaktischer iiberliefert, und die
gemachliche epische Bewegung in einen ernsteren gemefinern Schritt
verwandelt.
Nach meiner wenigen Einsicht in die enghsche Literatur darf ich
schliefien dafi Sie hierbei den Charakter Ihrer Nation vor Augen gehabt,
und es ist mir um so angenehmer eine voUige Aufklanmg hiertiber in der
Vorrede und den Noten, welche Sie Direr Arbeit beizufiigen gedenken,
nachstens zu erhalten.
Ubrigens kann ich die meisten Abweichungen vom Original aus
meinem gefafiten Standpunkte ziemlich beurteden, nur vermag ich nicht
einzusehen warum Sie die Stelle, vom hundertsechsundzwanzigsten Vers
Ihrer Ubersetzungen an, bis zum hundertzweiundvierzigsten, auf den
ehemaligen Brand des Stadtchens gedeutet, da, im Original, dieser langst
veigangenen Begebenheit nur im Vorbeigehen erwahnt und eigendich die
Beschreibung des Zuges der Ausgewanderten durch diese Stelle fortgesetzt
wird. Doch erhalte ich wohl auch hieruber einige Belehrung und ergreife
vieUeicht irgend eine Gelegenheit fiber die vier, nunmehr von mir
hegenden, Ubersetzungen meines Gedichtes oflenthch meine Gedanken zu
sagen.
Der ich recht wohl zu leben wfinsche und mich zu geneigtem
Andenken empfehle. pQX, 409-10)
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In moral sentiments, poetical feeling, and idioms of
speecli, each people have their peculiarities. To these I
have not unfrequently dared to render my author subject;
and indulge in such variations as I imagined he would
have been likely to have adopted, had he written to the
English Nation...[The translator] will not honour his
author by being too much his slave; though continual
attempts to be his equal are but continual disappoint
ments: at least, such honours are rarely attained, and
short of duration; and even while he seeks them, he
exposes himself to the dangers either of just censure or
pedantic cavil.'^'
Holcroft's commentary on Goethe's poem also contains an
implicit theory of translation that suggests parallels with
TTazlitt's "gusto" or Keatsean "intensity"; clearly, for Holcroft,
the focus of the translator is on replicating emotional authentic
ity rather than word-for-word accuracy: "A poet can never be
translated with any due degree of the enthusiasm with which he
wrote, unless the translator excites in himself the same kind of
ardour. He will then, while he breathes spirit and feeling of his
author, generally forget his author's words. The excellence of
all translations will indeed rather consist in the feeling and the
spirit than in the words.The process of selection and
arrangement of suitable voices and garb for the transformation
of the foreign text into something new and yet non-alienating
is itself perhaps a more adequate definition for the search for a
specific framework from a multitude of possible responses.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Hermann and Dorothea, trans. Thomas Holcroft
(London: Longman, 1801), xii, 181.
Goethe, Hermann and Dorothea, 180. Holcroft makes the same point in his
Preface to Stolberg's Travels: "Imagination...holds a looser rein; her track is aerial;
and, though dazzling, closes instantly upon the view. To trace her capricious
course in an exact line is impossible; and those who translate poetry must not pore
over the words of the author, but imbibe his feelings, animate themselves with the
same fires, and soar on the same daring wing" (ix).

300

1630-m0

And here, in Goethe's translated text, at a significant site of
cultural interaction in the Romantic age, Holcroft appears to
have attained reciprocal unity between subject and object to a
degree that eluded him in his career as novelist, playwright, and
journalist.

